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Forthcoming in Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship
Intermediaries such as accelerators support entrepreneurial activity in developing countries by connecting entrepreneurs to critical
resources and by reshaping the entrepreneurial ventures so they can better participate in larger markets. Existing research has
examined the activities intermediaries undertake and how these activities influence intermediary effectiveness. However, we know
much less about which entrepreneurial ventures benefit from intermediation. Using 24 months of pre- and post-intervention sales
data for 139 ventures working with a business accelerator in Central America, we find that facilitating resource acquisition is less
important than the constraints to change within the entrepreneurial ventures themselves. Thus, our study suggests that although
facilitating resource acquisition through venture acceleration is important, it may be insufficient for increasing venture growth.
Rather, the malleability of the venture may play a more important role in intermediation effectiveness.
Keywords: Entrepreneurial growth, gender, developing countries, accelerators.

1. Introduction
Intermediaries, such as incubators, accelerators and other public and private organizations offering business
support services, help entrepreneurs make network connections and facilitate activities that could not occur
otherwise (Bliemel et al., 2019). Intermediaries are especially important in supporting entrepreneurial growth in
developing countries where formal institutional voids create challenges for entrepreneurial ventures (Dutt et al.,
2016; Nichter and Goldmark, 2009). Intermediaries support entrepreneurs in these contexts by connecting them
with valuable resources such as knowledge or market linkages, and also by assisting ventures in making changes
that will allow them to participate in larger, more formal markets (LM Dyer and Ross, 2008; Mair et al., 2012;
Sutter et al., 2017). Despite the growing work on intermediaries and their effectiveness in supporting
entrepreneurs in developing economies (Dutt et al., 2016; McKenzie and Woodruff, 2013), research on which
intermediation activities are beneficial to which entrepreneurs is still in its infancy (Cravo and Piza, 2019). The
purpose of this paper is to explore how intermediation activities aimed at supporting entrepreneurial growth in
developing countries benefit different entrepreneurs.
To fill this theoretical gap and better understand which entrepreneurs benefit from intermediation, we focus
on two distinct mechanisms by which intermediaries support entrepreneurs: resource provision and venture
reshaping. First, intermediaries facilitate the acquisition of critical resources such as knowledge, market linkages,
or legitimacy (Armanios et al., 2017; Dutt et al., 2016). In doing so, intermediaries help compensate for formal
institutional voids and overcome the significant challenges in developing countries arising from information
asymmetry and the lack of formal infrastructure (Acquaah, 2011; North, 1990). Given the importance of resources
to entrepreneurial growth (Webb et al., 2013), we argue that increased access to the intermediary will help
entrepreneurial ventures grow. We also argue that some ventures are better able to utilize these critical resources
(c.f. Bhagavatula et al., 2010). Specifically, we argue that ventures with greater prior business knowledge will
benefit more from resource acquisition facilitation efforts than those without such knowledge.
Second, intermediaries also often work with the ventures themselves in an effort to reshape them to be more
suitable for participation within other, usually larger, markets. However, participation within larger, more formal
markets often requires significant changes to the venture, particularly for new ventures in developing countries
(Sutter et al., 2017). We argue that not all ventures are equally malleable or able to make changes needed in the
short-term to participate effectively in new markets. Specifically, ventures run by entrepreneurs with greater
family-related time demands face constraints in their ability to make significant short-term changes to their
ventures. We posit that social norms impose relatively greater family-related time demands on female
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entrepreneurs, which limits their ability to make changes in the short-term (Niehm et al., 2009; Shelton et al.,
2008). Furthermore, older ventures tend to be less malleable than less mature ventures, given their established
routines and relationships (Thornhill, 2006). Thus, these ventures may not benefit to the same degree from
intermediation efforts designed to promote growth.
We test our arguments using a unique longitudinal dataset tracking the monthly sales of 139 ventures over 24
months in Central America before and during an accelerator program consisting of group instruction and one-onone mentoring. Accelerators are a specific type of intermediary that seeks to facilitate resource acquisition and
reshape ventures (Dutt et al., 2016). Using fixed effects estimation, we estimate the effect of the program on
participating ventures, relative to the pre-acceleration period. Participating ventures benefit from the accelerator’s
efforts, but the effects of the acceleration program are not significantly greater for entrepreneurs who have greater
access to accelerator mentors. We also fail to find that entrepreneurs with greater prior business knowledge
experience greater growth. These findings suggest that although facilitation of resource acquisition through the
accelerator program may ease hurdles to resource acquisition – either through increased availability of a mentor,
or through entrepreneurs’ ability to more easily utilize resources given their prior expertise, it does not necessarily
increase growth. In contrast, we do find that limits to the malleability of entrepreneurial ventures tend to reduce
growth. Specifically, we find that older ventures and ventures led by entrepreneurs with greater family time
constraints (i.e. women) grow less during an accelerator program, suggesting that established routines and greater
gender-based societal demands constrain growth resulting from intermediation efforts.
We contribute to the literature in two ways. First, we show that characteristics of both the venture and the
venture founder influence the degree to which economic growth is achieved through intermediation, even when
the intervention is designed to improve economic conditions and is offered free of charge (Goswami et al., 2018).
Understanding the determinants of growth is important to both entrepreneurship and economic development
scholars (Webb et al., 2013). Although the established literature explains that intermediaries help ventures by
‘bridging,’ or facilitating access to resources (Amezcua et al., 2013), our research suggests there are limits to the
benefits of facilitation of resource acquisition alone. Our results indicate that access to resources may not be the
key constraint to growth; instead, our results support prior conjecturing that gaps in entrepreneurial performance
stem from constraints caused from the need to attend to family time demands (Mergemeier et al., 2018; Shelton
et al., 2008). Furthermore, ventures often need to be able to change to grow, indicating that the length and intensity
of acceleration programs should match the ability of entrepreneurial ventures to adapt their ventures to meet the
demands associated with new opportunities. Second, our research has implications for the broader discussion of
the effects of intermediaries in developing economies (Cravo and Piza, 2019; Goswami et al., 2018; McDermott
et al., 2009; Perez-Aleman, 2011). Our findings show that intermediation efforts are likely to change the growth
rates of some ventures, but not others. In particular, our results indicate that in developing economies, societal
and organizational constraints might matter as much or more in achieving growth than access-based factors such
as intermediary accessibility and prior business knowledge.
2. Theory: Intermediaries and Venture Growth in Developing Countries
Organizations, such as microfinance institutions, incubators, accelerators, government programs and private
entrepreneurial training programs function as intermediaries for entrepreneurs by facilitating activities
entrepreneurs might not be able to engage in without help from the intermediary (WG Dyer et al., 2016). The help
of intermediaries is especially relevant in developing countries where formal institutional voids lead to
information asymmetry, high transaction costs, lack of enforcement, and so forth (Acquaah, 2011; Dutt et al.,
2016; North, 1990). As a result, developing countries represent a particularly challenging environment for
entrepreneurial ventures, and entrepreneurial growth is limited (Nichter and Goldmark 2009). Intermediaries are
particularly important for growth in developing countries because such growth often requires entering larger, more
formal markets (Sutter et al., 2017).
Recent research has begun to elucidate the important functions of intermediaries. Entrepreneurs need many
types of resources, including legitimacy, access to government regulators, financing, employees, and connections
to suppliers and customers (Rawhouser, Newbert and Villanueva, 2017). Acquiring resources can be a hurdle that
impedes entrepreneurs from growing. One important function of intermediaries is to facilitate acquisition of
resources or connections (Bliemel et al., 2019). In this way, intermediaries act as brokers, facilitating access to
valuable connections, knowledge and resources (Armanios et al., 2017; Dutt et al., 2016; Khurana, 2002). The
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role of intermediaries in facilitating resource acquisition helps overcome the challenges in developing countries
related to information asymmetry, lack of trust and a general scarcity of resources (Bruton et al., 2013; Puffer et
al., 2010).
Intermediaries also reshape ventures so they can pursue new opportunities (Dutt et al., 2016). Such
restructuring is necessary when the requirements to exploit new opportunities vary significantly from the ventures’
existing capabilities, practices and routines. For example, Sutter et al. (2017) describe how an intermediary (an
entrepreneurial training program) worked with small dairy producers in Nicaragua to restructure their cognitive
understandings, business practices, networks and compliance with process standards to facilitate participation in
a larger, more formal market. Reshaping of a venture often involves significant alterations to how the venture
operates and is a time-consuming process (Denrell and March, 2001). Intermediaries support the reshaping of
ventures by developing social norms, practices and knowledge that supports new changes (Mair et al., 2016; Sutter
et al., 2017).
Although existing research emphasizes the role of intermediaries in facilitating acquisition of needed
resources as well as reshaping ventures, we know less about which ventures benefit from such efforts and why.
Armanios et al. (2017) provides an important exception; they find that founders in China with different
backgrounds (international versus domestic degrees) need different types of support from science parks acting as
intermediaries (local knowledge versus legitimation). We extend this line of inquiry by observing that not all
entrepreneurs benefit equally from intermediaries’ efforts (McKenzie and Woodruff, 2013). Thus, we ask, ‘What
determines the extent to which different ventures benefit from intermediation activities focused on facilitating
resource acquisition and reshaping ventures in emerging markets?’
Our thesis is that the effectiveness of intermediation depends on the extent to which the intermediary
facilitates resource acquisition, as well as the extent to which the venture can be reshaped to take advantage of
new opportunities for growth. Our empirical focus is two-fold. First, we focus on whether increased interaction
with intermediaries and prior business knowledge, which should aid in the facilitation of resource acquisition, can
lead to improved performance. Second, we focus on the malleability of the venture. Prior research has
demonstrated that growth in developing countries often requires substantive changes to the venture (Amin and
Islam, 2015; Sutter et al., 2017).
2.1. Facilitation of resource acquisition
One way intermediaries seek to facilitate growth of ventures is through facilitating acquisition of critical resources.
To grow, entrepreneurs need to acquire many different types of resources, and the combination of resources they
need varies over time (Levie and Lichtenstein, 2010). An intermediary can provide ventures some types of
resources directly. Among these resources are business-related knowledge, direct funding, knowledge of
regulatory requirements and legitimacy through association with the intermediary. However, an intermediary’s
role more typically involves the facilitation of resource acquisition from other individuals and organizations (e.g.
banks, investors, trade associations, or regulators). For example, an intermediary can facilitate acquisition of
financing by informing an entrepreneur of financing options, helping them conform to financing requirements,
and making introductions to appropriate bankers or equity investors (Dutt et al., 2016). Similarly, an intermediary
can help a venture understand and receive government approvals needed to formally and legally operate and
follow necessary rules and procedures required for export or make contacts needed for obtaining government
procurement contracts (Rice 2002). Intermediaries can also help entrepreneurs create relationships with new
suppliers, customers and potential employees (Goswami et al., 2018; Spigel, 2017).
Intermediaries facilitate acquisition of resources through several activities that vary in their frequency,
intensity and degree to which the facilitation is tailored to the needs of the venture (Goswami et al., 2018). These
activities can include standardized business-focused training provided in a group setting (Berge et al., 2014; Bruhn
and Zia, 2013; Cho and Honorati, 2014), networking events (Cohen, 2013) and one-on-one mentoring from a
more experienced business person (i.e. the mentor) who provides advice, counsel, connections and support (El
Hallam and St-Jean, 2016; Valerio et al., 2014). The time period over which these intermediation activities are
implemented range from a few weeks to several months, with frequency of interactions ranging from daily to
monthly (Cohen, 2013; Goswami et al., 2018).
To grow, entrepreneurs need to acquire knowledge and resources specifically relevant to them at a particular
point in time (Goswami et al., 2018). Despite numerous attempts at modeling stages of organizational growth,
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there is no consistent evidence that organizations follow the same set of stages as they grow (Levie and
Lichtenstein, 2010). Indeed, the order in which obstacles present themselves to entrepreneurs is unpredictable;
therefore, it is impossible for intermediaries to reliably predict when specific resources are needed (Aldrich and
Ruef, 2006). This is particularly important in developing countries, where the environment is often subject to
political, social and economic instability, which makes planning even more difficult (Hiatt and Sine, 2014).
Moreover, entrepreneurs often need to act within temporal windows of opportunity, requiring specific resources
and quick action (Tyre and Orlikowski, 1994). Thus, although intermediaries can help founders access resources
generally needed for venture growth, they must also address the most immediate and pressing problems to help
ventures grow (Dutt et al., 2016). Hence, with more frequent interaction with a venture, an intermediary is likely
to better facilitate the provision of the appropriate resources to entrepreneurs. Based on these arguments, we
hypothesize:
H1: Ventures with more frequent interaction with the intermediary will experience greater growth than ventures
with comparatively lesser interaction.
Successfully facilitating resource acquisition also depends on the characteristics of the entrepreneurs.
Entrepreneurship research emphasizes the importance of prior knowledge and human capital in being able to
acquire resources (Bhagavatula et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2010). Entrepreneurs with more ability, experience and
specialized knowledge are better able to recognize new opportunities for growth (Shane, 2000). Prior knowledge
and experience also help entrepreneurs know what additional resources are needed, how to use resources once
they are acquired and how to make new resource combinations that allow exploiting new opportunities for growth
(Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). Such knowledge is especially relevant in developing countries, where access
to education is uneven and many of the most knowledgeable entrepreneurs tend to leave for more prosperous
countries, resulting in lower levels and a wide distribution of knowledge related to entrepreneurship (Barro, 2001;
Kaufmann and Malul, 2015).
In the context of intermediation, the facilitation of resource acquisition is filtered through interactions with
the entrepreneur leading the venture. It is the entrepreneur interacting with the intermediary who receives
information, asks questions and makes new personal connections (Goswami et al., 2018). The intermediary may
have some idea of resources the venture needs, but the entrepreneur leading the venture has the deepest
understanding of the venture’s current resource needs. Thus, the entrepreneur’s knowledge is important in
determining the degree to which an intermediary can facilitate resource acquisition. With greater knowledge and
talent prior to interacting with an intermediary, the entrepreneur is more likely to understand business advice, use
needed technology, know which network relationships the venture most needs, and how to utilize the knowledge
and connections facilitated by the intermediary (Goswami et al., 2018). Based on these arguments, we
hypothesize:
H2: Ventures led by entrepreneurs higher in knowledge will experience greater growth from intermediation than
those with lower knowledge.
2.2. Constraints to resource acquisition
In addition to facilitating resource acquisition, intermediaries also work with ventures to reshape how they operate
so they can enter new markets and take advantage of new opportunities (Sutter et al., 2017). Although such efforts
to reshape how ventures operate clearly involve acquiring resources, they go beyond simply acquiring new
resources. Rather, reshaping new ventures requires substantive changes to how the ventures operate, shifting them
from prior growth trajectories (Sydow et al., 2009). Making this change is often a slow and difficult process. For
example, Sutter and colleagues (2017) describe how an intermediary seeking to help dairy farmers in Nicaragua
participate in larger, more lucrative markets needed to reshape the farmers’ cognition, social relationships and
activities. These changes required a great deal of time and effort. Such efforts require more than new resources;
they also depend on the degree to which a venture is malleable to make the changes needed for achieving new
rates of growth. We argue that some ventures are able to make these changes more readily than others.
As ventures age, their structures, practices and routines often grow more rigid (Thornhill, 2006). When older
ventures have long experience, but have experienced little growth, their existing structures, practices and routines
may be relatively incompatible with growth (Perez-Aleman, 2011). This is particularly true if the firms have
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developed in contexts in which institutions or resource configurations discourage growth. For example, practices
and routines established over time in developing countries may be designed to compensate for resource scarcity
or formal institutional voids, rather than to build a competitive advantage (Beaman et al., 2014). Although these
routines and practices may lose their relevance over time, older ventures often become dependent upon them
(Tsang and Zahra, 2008). Thus, older ventures, even though founders or their children may be motivated to grow,
may be less malleable because they must first discard old routines and practices before they can make dramatic
changes necessary for exploiting new opportunities. The difficulty of changing the structure, routines and practices
may constrain the ability of ventures to benefit from intermediation and grow (Uhlenbruck et al., 2003). Making
changes that allow the venture to access opportunities and grow typically requires incorporating employees with
different types of education and training, using technologies and tools, and engaging in new activities, which can
conflict in established ventures. In contrast, younger ventures will likely have fewer established routines,
networks, employees and practices, thus making change less difficult. Without these rigidities, younger ventures
are freer to change to grow during intermediation. Thus, we hypothesize:
H3: Younger ventures will experience greater growth from intermediation than older ventures.
The shaping of ventures receiving help from intermediaries requires change in the venture’s processes and
routines. Determining how to effectively change processes and routines requires additional time, including time
required to: identify needed changes, determine which changes need to be made, implement the changes and
assess how the changes are affecting performance (Staudenmayer et al., 2002). Allocating the necessary time for
making significant changes to the venture is difficult as various activities and obligations vie for entrepreneurs’
attention (Gifford, 1998; Mergemeier et al., 2018).
Although all entrepreneurs may struggle with allocating their time and attention, some face time conflicts
imposed by the interface between work and family, which has important implications for entrepreneurial outcomes
(Jennings and McDougald, 2007). We specifically consider family-related societal expectations, which differ
between men and women (Kevane and Wydick, 2001; Niehm et al., 2009). Social norms dictate that women are
expected to more highly prioritize family demands than men when business and family present competing role
demands (Parasuraman et al., 1996). Prior research hints that one of the reasons the performance of female
entrepreneurs tends to lag male entrepreneur performance is because of time constraints. Even if a female
entrepreneur has the same family obligations as a male entrepreneur, the female is either expected or tends to
prefer to prioritize family, particularly in developing countries that espouse more traditional gender roles (Acs et
al., 2008; Bardasi et al., 2011). These gender-based role expectations tend to create more family-work conflict
and diminish the time a female entrepreneur feels comfortable devoting to her business (Brush and Cooper, 2012;
Jennings and McDougald, 2007).
These social norms result in women facing greater family time demands than men. Women, even when
employed outside the home, devote significantly more hours to child care and housework than men (Greenhaus
and Parasuraman, 1999; McGowan et al., 2012). This is especially true in many Latin American countries where
traditional gender norms create strong expectation regarding women’s obligations (Bergstrom and Heymann,
2005). Valdivia (2015) found that female entrepreneurs spent 22 hours per week on household chores, compared
to five hours per week for men. Similarly, working women in Chiapas, Mexico, reported spending 27.5 hours on
housework, compared to 10.4 hours on housework among working men. Such imbalances in domestic obligations
help explain persistent gender gaps in entrepreneurial outcomes in developing economies (Poggesi et al., 2016).
These societal and family demands can exert time pressure limiting the attention needed in short-term
interventions designed to reshape a venture for greater growth (Berge et al., 2014). These time constraints are
important in the context of intermediation because gaining benefits from intermediation requires time (Cohen,
2013). Many intermediation programs in developing economies seek to specifically help women (Ault, 2016;
Bruton et al., 2011; Mair et al., 2012). However, although intermediaries can address some obstacles female
entrepreneurs face, they are unable to address societal-level gender-related social norms or how those norms and
expectations interact with intermediation activities. The difficulties female-led ventures face in making the
changes required for shifting to higher levels of growth may also be heightened by cultural, religious and political
institutions that limit women’s level of discretion and legitimate the marginalization of female entrepreneurs
(Bruton et al., 2011; Mair et al., 2012). In the face of such institutional challenges, which may have little to do
with the specific line of business, women’s ability to significantly alter the venture may be constrained (Bardasi
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et al., 2011). Because firm growth depends at least to some degree on venture malleability, female-led ventures
are likely to experience greater constraints to growth. Thus, we hypothesize:
H4: Ventures led by females will experience less growth from intermediation than those led by males.

Method
2.3. Context
We utilize data from an accelerator program managed by TechnoServe (a global development-focused non-profit)
in Central America that started in 2013. This program was designed to accelerate the growth of small- and
medium-sized businesses in the Central American countries of Nicaragua, Guatemala and Honduras. Although
there are differences between the countries, each is characterized by globally low human development levels,
resource scarcity, weak formal institutions, and uncertainty (United Nations, 2016). This accelerator program
represents a specific type of intermediary designed to facilitate venture growth through the provision of resources
and by reshaping a venture. Unlike some well-known accelerators, TechnoServe did not invest through either debt
or equity in the ventures, but rather sought to create value for the broader economy (Dutt et al., 2016; Mair et al.,
2016; Sutter et al., 2017). The accelerator program targeted ventures TechnoServe judged could achieve high
growth by focusing on ventures that had already achieved some level of growth (at least $20,000 in preintervention annual sales) and which provided evidence of a plan for growth (much less comprehensive than a full
business plan) in application materials. The program, which consisted of nine months of monthly group training
sessions and bi-weekly one-on-one mentoring, sought to help these ventures overcome local market and
organizational hurdles to grow.
To gain an in-depth understanding of this accelerator program, we visited offices in two of the participating
countries, conducted sixteen formal interviews (ten with entrepreneurs and six with staff members), and had
numerous informal conversations with program directors, staff and participants. Participants filled out an
application disclosing details about their existing venture, describing a potential growth project that could be
developed in the program and reporting monthly sales and employee levels for 2012 (ventures needed to already
have at least $20,000 in annual sales). Growth-related plans included: finding an avenue toward exporting, looking
for financing, completing the business legalization process, creating foreign partnerships, increasing
manufacturing capacity, and finding new business contacts, channels, or suppliers. TechnoServe staff rated
applications according to the potential and credibility of the growth plan, interviewed applicants and selected a
total of 210 entrepreneurs across the three countries. 164 chose to participate and reported monthly data. When
we account for missing variables, our final sample is 139 entrepreneurs.
Entrepreneurs participated in monthly group meetings that started in March or April 2013 and ended in
December 2013. Group meetings included networking sessions, guest speakers and training on topics including:
finances, marketing, operations, family business and soft skills. Entrepreneurs also received one-on-one advice
and follow-up from either a paid or volunteer mentor who was instructed to review topics from the group training,
but also look for “quick wins” that could immediately help the entrepreneur in growth. These one-on-one mentor
visits lasted two to three hours and occurred one to two times per month. Thus, all entrepreneurs participated in
group meetings as well as one-on-one mentoring, either from a paid or volunteer mentor. Face-to-face mentor
visits were also supplemented by skype, phone calls and an e-learning platform.
TechnoServe gathered monthly data on each participating venture, which includes fifteen to sixteen months
of pre-acceleration data and eight to nine months of data during the acceleration program. We use data collected
over this 24-month period to assess growth during the acceleration program relative to pre-acceleration growth.
We define an individual as having attrited out of the sample if the last three consecutive reporting periods of sales
information are missing. Only two individuals stopped reporting sales prior to the end of the 24th month.
Conditional on covariates used in our baseline model, zero individuals dropped out of the 24-month sample,
indicating that attrition was not a problem during the accelerator program. The final 24-month sample includes
139 unique entrepreneurs with 3,162 total monthly observations.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics, 24- month Sample
Variable
Log Sales
Low Access (1 = Volunteer Mentor)
High Access (1 = Paid Mentor)
Acceleration (1= Volunteer Mentor OR Paid Mentor)
Venture Age
Employees
Prior Knowledge
Female (1 = Female)
Monthly GDP Index - Guatamala
Monthly GDP Index - Honduras
Monthly GDP Index - Nicaragua
Left Sample Before 24 th Month

N

NTi

Mean

SD

Min

Max

139
139
139
139
139
139
139
139
49
39
51
139

3,162
3,162
3,162
3,162
3,162
3,162
3,162
3,093
1,107
892
1,163
3,162

2.575
0.136
0.246
0.382
12.73
12.77
0.000
0.382
104.7
107.6
100.3
0.000

1.288
0.342
0.431
0.486
11.62
14.03
1.000
0.486
5.598
3.554
7.215
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
-2.581
0.000
94.79
101.26
87.30
0.000

6.239
1.000
1.000
1.000
83.00
110.0
1.970
1.000
118.4
117.7
118.4
0.000

Notes: N = number of individuals; NTi = total number of observations. SD = standard deviation. Log Sales are based on Sales
in U.S. $1000s. Country-specific GDP indices normalized to $100 U.S. in the base month-year (January 2012).

As shown in the first panel of Table 1, average monthly sales is $13.3k (average log sales=$2.6k). These
ventures are not large, nor are they micro enterprises typically serviced by microfinance institutions. 38.2 percent
of the participants were female and 34.9 percent of the sample was assigned to volunteer mentors, while 65.1
percent was assigned to paid mentors. Because each participant was involved in acceleration for less than half of
the data collection window, descriptive statistics show these numbers as 13.0 percent and 23.6 percent for
volunteer and paid mentors. The average age for the ventures is 12.7 years. The average number of employees is
12.8.
2.4. Variables
Our outcome variable is the log of monthly sales, rather than survival, which is much more commonly available
(Amezcua et al., 2013). Collecting this unique variable, which is more appropriate for measuring growth, requires
uncommon levels of cooperation from entrepreneurs. Measuring growth in this fine-grained detail is an empirical
strength because relying on the measurement of survival can be problematic because entrepreneurs with lower
knowledge and experience also have lower thresholds for persisting (Gimeno et al., 1997).
Our independent variables include training, gender, venture age and the entrepreneur’s prior business
knowledge. Acceleration is a binary indicator equal to one during the accelerator program and equal to zero in the
pre-acceleration time periods and after the acceleration window in additional analysis (in the online Appendixa)
using 30- and 36-month samples. In some specifications, the acceleration variable is split into two binary
indicators (high access and low access) to specify whether the entrepreneur was assigned one-on-one mentoring
from a paid advisor (high access) or volunteer mentor (low access). On average, paid mentors visited ventures
more often and for longer, resulting in paid advisors spending 25.4 total hours with an entrepreneur while
volunteer mentors only spent 15.2 hours (data on hours visited was only reported in aggregate, making it
impossible to include number of hours visited as a variable). Interviews with mentors and entrepreneurs indicate
that the difference in visitation intensity was because of time constraints of volunteer mentors. Female is a binary
indicator taking the value of one if the entrepreneur is female. Venture age is measured in years.
Prior knowledge is a standardized index constructed from a 30-item self-assessment survey created and given
by TechnoServe during the selection process. The 30 items relate to knowledge and practices related to marketing,
management, finance, operations, human resources, law and taxes. These items were selected by TechnoServe
because they are related to the growth opportunities afforded by the accelerator program. Our hypotheses deal
with a general measure of relevant prior knowledge; therefore, our intent is not to identify the latent dimensions
of knowledge, but to appropriately combine the measures into an aggregate measure of the entrepreneur’s overall
prior business knowledge at the beginning of the accelerator program. Based on prior work in economics, we take
an equal weighted average of standardized measures (Kling et al., 2007). This approach has the benefit of
improving statistical power to detect effects and avoid “false positives” that could result from interacting various
dimensions of knowledge in the analysis (Ludwig et al., 2013). To determine if any items would be inappropriate

a
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to include in the aggregate measure, we performed a factor analysis of these measures using varimax rotation. The
scree plot of the eigenvalues indicated four factors. Inspection of loadings showed that 27 of the 30 items loaded
well (all factor loadings exceeded 0.40) on these four factors. The three items that did not load well measured
entrepreneurial practices (e.g. “I separate business and personal accounts”), as opposed to capturing knowledge.
Because these items did not load well and did not map well onto the theoretical construct of prior business
knowledge, we dropped these three items. Each factor had high reliability (α = 0.80, 0.81, 0.81, 0.83) and all
pairwise correlations between these factors were high (i.e. exceeded 0.40). Thus, as a measure of an entrepreneur’s
overall prior business knowledge, we standardized and averaged the 27 remaining items (α = 0.90) into one
standardized measure of the entrepreneur’s business knowledge.
A unique feature of this acceleration program is the quasi-random assignment of mentors. Athough group
activities were included in the accelerator program, the mentors assigned to entrepreneurs played the most direct
role in acceleration. TechnoServe wanted to test whether the same level of growth could be achieved by utilizing
volunteer mentors rather than paid mentors, by randomly assigning volunteer and paid mentors, after stratifying
by industry. Paid mentors were able to meet with entrepreneurs more often (25.4 vs 15.2 hours/month). Thus, the
entrepreneurs randomly assigned to paid mentors interacted more frequently (high access) with the intermediary
facilitating acquisition of resources, while those assigned to volunteer mentors interacted less frequently (low
access). This quasi-field experiment facilitates an empirical test of whether the limitation of effect on
entrepreneurial growth is related to access to the intermediary, who plays a direct role in facilitating acquisition
of resources (related to H1). The high access/low access variable(s) equals 1 during months the entrepreneur
receives that specific form of acceleration. The high access/low access mentor variables are then pooled into a
single acceleration variable equal to 1 when the entrepreneur participates in the acceleration program with either
a paid or volunteer mentor.
We control for other observable characteristics that vary over time (time invariant characteristics are meandifferenced out of the fixed-effects regression analysis) that may have a direct effect on sales. We control for
venture age, the venture’s number of employees (measured monthly) and time-varying, country-specific
macroeconomic effects (proxied by use the country-level GDP measured monthly by the World Bank). We
compute pairwise correlations between each of the measures (see Table A1 in the online Appendixb).
2.5. Estimation
Some entrepreneurs and ventures are more likely to grow based on unobservable time-invariant characteristics. If
these unobservable characteristics are correlated with our independent variables and also with the growth
experienced from the program, any results we obtain would be endogenously generated. Because of resource
limitations, there was no true control group of entrepreneurs who received no intermediation to which we can
compare those that received intermediation. However, the monthly pre-acceleration data act as a reference point,
allowing us to estimate the average effect of acceleration relative to sales over the pre-acceleration period using a
fixed effects estimator. The fixed effects estimation deals with the potential problem of selection on the basis of
time-invariant unobservable factors by time-demeaning the data.
To test whether the effect of the accelerator program varies with venture age and prior knowledge, we include
appropriate interactions with our in-accelerator indicator. We standardize venture age, prior knowledge and
number of employees to be mean zero with a standard deviation equal to one. This allows us to easily interpret
the mean effect of acceleration, as well as the effect of acceleration one standard deviation above the mean of
venture age or prior knowledge; the parameter on the interaction term captures this difference in percent. To assess
whether the effect of acceleration varies across genders, we first estimate the model separately having discretized
the data along the dimension of gender and then formally test for statistical differences in the effect of acceleration
across the two models.
3. Results
Our main results using the 24-month sample appear in Table 2. Column 1 of Table 2 shows the effect of higher
levels of access to the intermediary (proxied by being assigned to a paid advisor) and lower levels of access to the
intermediary (proxied by being assigned to a volunteer mentor). Individuals in acceleration with paid mentors
b
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experienced a statistically significant increase of 13.2 percent in sales relative to the pre-acceleration period (pvalue < 0.01). Those in the volunteer mentoring program experienced an increase in sales of 6.9 percent, but this
increase was statistically insignificant. The estimated difference in effect of 6.3 percent between high and low
levels of access to the intermediary is also statistically insignificant (p-value = 0.40). Thus, we lack evidence for
Hypothesis 1; there does not appear to be a statistically meaningful difference in the effect of intermediation
between those that have lesser or greater access to facilitation of resource acquisition within the acceleration
programs.
Lacking evidence for differential effects across volunteer and paid mentoring, for the remainder of the
analysis we do not distinguish between types of access received in the acceleration program. Rather, we use the
acceleration indicator, which switches from zero to one when the entrepreneur enters the acceleration program.
Thus, we estimate the model including only the acceleration indicator (column 2), the acceleration indicator and
its interaction with prior knowledge (column 3), and the acceleration indicator and its interaction with venture age
(column 4). Further, we estimate the model separately for females and males, respectively (columns 5 and 6).
Lastly, we include venture age, number of employees and lagged country-specific GDP as controls in all model
specifications.
Table 2. Impact of Acceleration Participation on Log Sales, 24-month Sample
(1)
High Access
Low Access
Acceleration
Accel. x Prior Knowledge
Accel. x Venture Age
Acceleration (Female)
Acceleration (Male)
Venture Age
Employees
GDPt-1
N=

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

0.132 ***
(0.049)
0.069
(0.065)
-0.233
(0.424)
0.423 ***
(0.116)
0.005

0.110 **
(0.043)
-0.231
(0.424)
0.415 ***
(0.115)
0.005

0.111 **
(0.043)
0.019
(0.040)
-0.233
(0.424)
0.412 ***
(0.116)
0.005

0.113 **
(0.043)
-0.061 *
(0.032)
-0.228
(0.424)
0.420 ***
(0.113)
0.005

-0.017
(0.070)
0.283
(0.665)
0.624 **
(0.291)
0.005

0.165 ***
(0.056)
-0.599
(0.559)
0.570 **
(0.253)
0.004

(0.003)
3,162

(0.003)
3,162

(0.003)
3,162

(0.003)
3,162

(0.006)
1,183

(0.004)
1,910

Notes: Cluster-robust standard errors in parenthesis; it should be noted that the statistical significance of Acceleration x Venture Age at α =
0.10 has a p-value = 0.056; the estimated difference between High Access and Low Access in (1) is not statistically significant at conventional
level (p-value = 0.399); the estimated difference between males and females of -0.182 is statistically significant at α = 0.05 (p-value = 0.043).
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

In Table 2, the number of employees appears to be a relevant (and statistically significant) control across all
specifications. The average increase in sales during the acceleration period relative to the pre-acceleration period
is approximately ten percent. The average increase in sales relative to the pre-acceleration period is increasing in
the distribution of prior business knowledge. However, such increases are both economically and statistically
insignificant (see Table 2, column 3). Thus, we do not find support for Hypothesis 2. Also, venture age attenuates
the effect of the acceleration program (Table 2, column 3). Specifically, the effect of acceleration evaluated at the
mean venture age is an increase in sales of 11.3 percent (p-value < 0.05). In contrast, a one standard deviation
increase in age results in a reduction of 6.1 percent relative to the mean effect, with this result being statistically
significant at α = 0.10 (see Table 2, column 4). Although a reduction of 6.1 percent is an economically meaningful
reduction, a one standard deviation corresponds to 11.6 years. Therefore, for an increase of 11.6 years in age, an
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entrepreneur would experience an average increase in sales of 5.2 percent relative to the 11.3 percent associated
with firms at the mean age. Thus, we find evidence in support of Hypothesis 3.
Finally, Table 2, columns 5 and 6 suggest the overall positive results from the acceleration program seem to
be driven by the average increase in ventures led by males, with male-led ventures experiencing an average
increase of roughly 16.5 percent (p-value < 0.01, in Table 3, column 6). Female-led ventures, on the other hand,
are associated with an effect that is statistically indistinguishable from zero (Table 3, column 5). Further, the
estimated difference between male-led ventures and female-led ventures of 18.2 percent is statistically meaningful
(p-value = 0.04). Thus, evidence supports Hypothesis 4 and accord with our qualitative interviews. When asked
about the acceleration program, several mentioned having to manage their household, run their business and then
also work on their growth plan. These results also correspond to prior research showing that intermediation
activities often have minimal effect on the growth of female-led ventures (Cho and Honorati, 2014; McKenzie
and Woodruff, 2013).
4. Additional Analyses
In the online Appendixc, we also provide analysis utilizing six and twelve months of data collected after the
acceleration program (30 and 36 months total). This post-acceleration data provides some understanding of
whether the effects of the acceleration program are enduring. Our analysis using 30 and 36 months of reporting
indicate that the gender difference we measure is actually driven by those women who later stop reporting data,
who have a change in sales that is 39 percent lower than males who also stop reporting data. We argue that those
who are more time-constrained are more likely to stop providing data to an intermediary when it is not required.
Thus, this evidence corresponds to our explanation that women in our sample are more time constrained. Our 30and 36-month data analysis also indicates that the effect of the acceleration is not just short-lived, through direct
help of the intermediaries (e.g. gaining new customers, solving operational issues), but persists after the program
ends, indicating that firm processes have changed. Post-period sales growth relative to only the pre-period is 13.2
percent and 18.9 percent for the 30-month and 36-month samples, respectively (See online Appendixd for more
detail).
5. Discussion
In summary, we find that an intermediation program involving several months of acceleration increases
entrepreneurs’ sales relative to the pre-acceleration periods by approximately ten percent during acceleration and
up to seventeen percent after acceleration ends. The effect was both short-term and enduring. Because
intermediation programs differ widely in content, duration and type of ventures they support, comparison of
effects between programs is problematic. Nevertheless, the effects reported here are similar in magnitude to other
studies of intermediation programs, while the types of ventures differ quite significantly. Startups in Chile’s
Startup Chile accelerator experienced a 24 percent increase in web-based venture traction (Gonzalez-Uribe and
Leatherbee, 2018). Studies of micro-enterprises in developing economies experienced sales increases ranging
from fifteen percent to 41 percent, when measured between eight months and two years following the
intermediation program (Calderon et al., 2013; Mel et al., 2008; Valdivia, 2015).
We did not find evidence for Hypothesis 1; higher levels of interaction with intermediaries (through mentors
with greater availability) did not increase growth. This indicates that entrepreneurs are constrained in their ability
to benefit from all of the resources to which they have access. We also lacked support for Hypothesis 2; those
with higher levels of knowledge related to what is provided in the acceleration program prior to acceleration did
not make appreciably larger gains from intermediation. This indicates an entrepreneur’s self-reported knowledge
of business is not a key constraint to growth for ventures.
We did find support for Hypotheses 3 and 4; younger ventures and ventures led by men tended to benefit
more from acceleration than older ventures and those led by women. Our additional analysis (in the Appendix d)
of performance over 30 and 36 months confirms these findings, showing that women who do not continue to
provide data after the acceleration period ends (non-completers) have significantly lower performance in the 36month sample. We believe these findings support the idea that family time demands are likely to reduce the time
c
d
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female entrepreneurs have to implement changes related to the acceleration program as well as the likelihood of
continuing to provide data after the acceleration period.
Thus, our results suggest that frequency of interaction with an intermediary and the possession of similar
prior knowledge were not key constraints to growth, though gender and venture age were. In light of our finding
that entrepreneurs did benefit from intermediation, our result regarding access may indicate that although a certain
level of facilitation of resource acquisition is helpful, additional access to the intermediary may not necessarily
facilitate more resource acquisition or translate to additional growth. One potential limitation may be the ability
of entrepreneurs to assimilate additional knowledge. However, the key limitation did not seem to be prior
knowledge, but rather flexibility within the venture (as proxied by venture age) and time (as proxied by gender).
Taken together, these results do suggest that the ability to reshape the venture may represent the key bottleneck
for growth during intermediation.
Our results contribute to the literature in two primary ways. First, we contribute to the intermediary literature
by explicitly building on the entrepreneurial resource acquisition literature (Rawhouser, Villanueva and Newbert,
2017). Although prior research has identified the role of bridging ventures with resources such as knowledge
(Amezcua et al., 2013), we extend this research by clearly differentiating between the different processes of
facilitating resource acquisition and shaping ventures that allows them to pursue new growth. During
intermediation, entrepreneurs gain access to resources such as knowledge, connections to suppliers and customers,
and expertise in navigating local regulatory institutions through interaction with staff and mentors. Intermediation
often also involves key efforts to reshape ventures so they have processes and routines compatible with new
opportunities for growth (Sutter et al., 2017). After intermediation ends, the ventures can continue to benefit from
both new resources and new opportunities associated with reshaping the venture. The theoretical distinction
between attempts to transfer resources and reshape the venture has important implications for study of the
effectiveness of entrepreneurial intermediaries. Specifically, although attempts to facilitate acquisition of
resources are important, increasing access to these resources beyond a certain threshold (a costly endeavor) may
not provide additional benefit. The issues of intervention intensity, duration and potential for effect are vital for
acceleration programs seeking to promote economic development through intermediation (Gonzalez-Uribe and
Leatherbee, 2018). Our findings provide specific evidence in support of prior concerns about the limits of public
and private entrepreneurial promotion programs.
Prior research has examined the effect of intermediaries with less focus on why some ventures might benefit
more than others (see Armanios et al., 2017 for an exception). Our study shifts theoretical focus to the ventures
being supported and how their characteristics influence the extent to which they will benefit from intermediation.
We found that some (but not all) venture characteristics are important in promoting growth. This focus also
highlights the need to understand the crucial process of selection in intermediation programs (Gonzalez-Uribe and
Leatherbee, 2018). The most well-known accelerators often are the most selective (Cohen, 2013). However, a
large subset of intermediaries, including the vast majority of intermediaries located in developing countries and
those funded by governments and non-profits, seek to both promote economic growth and achieve a social mission
(e.g. increase economic inclusion, address gender inequality, create local jobs) (WG Dyer et al., 2016). These
intermediaries accomplish these goals through the provision of training (McKenzie and Woodruff, 2013), access
to finance (Ault, 2016), institutional and market development (Mair et al., 2012; McMullen, 2011), and reshaping
ventures for new opportunities (Sutter et al., 2017).
This study indicates there is often a tension in providing support to entrepreneurs in most need (thereby
addressing social problems) versus providing such services to those with the greatest capacity (and thereby
achieving most economic growth) (cf Cull et al., 2009; George et al., 2012). Intermediaries such as microfinance
institutions often follow a need-based approach by helping the needy, focusing on those most in need, and select
entrepreneurs who are disadvantaged, vulnerable and necessity-driven (Bruton et al., 2011; Valerio et al., 2014).
Thus, it makes sense that many intermediaries, funded by donors, operate in “helping mode” by helping those
who need the help the most and thereby avoid “mission drift” (Ault, 2016).
In contrast, intermediaries such as start-up accelerators follow a capacity-based approach, in which they select
along several dimensions of growth capacity (e.g. entrepreneurial innovativeness, talent, business model potential
for high-growth) to generate maximum private gains (Cohen, 2013). A capacity-based approach to intermediation
for economic development seeks to reduce aggregate levels of poverty by focusing on those most able to grow.
This approach is based on the assumption that intermediary selection processes can effectively identify ventures
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mostly capable of growth (Robson et al., 2012). Our results indicate that, despite the importance of prior
knowledge in entrepreneurship theory, an entrepreneur’s knowledge of business may not be key to a venture’s
likelihood of growth in developing economies (Bruton et al., 2011). Future research could focus more on
attempting to identify what types of knowledge entrepreneurs actually need. It may be that the effect of
intermediation may be limited if entrepreneurs lack unique knowledge needed for exploiting an opportunity, even
if they have knowledge of business. Moreover, our results indicate that venture age, time limitations and other
organizational and societal factors that act as constraints should be considered in a capacity-based approach to
intermediation.
Our results, based on relatively small firms, do not support the idea that established ventures or female-led
ventures should not receive the attention of entrepreneurial intermediaries. Focusing on these types of ventures
may generate long-term positive spillovers (e.g. family health improvement, change in gender norms) that we do
not measure in this study. However, there may be trade-offs between economic growth and social effect, at least
in the short-term. Intermediaries with goals relating to both entrepreneurial growth and social inclusion (Mair et
al., 2012), will likely need to measure the effect of an intermediation program along multiple dimensions and over
longer periods of time. Also, these intermediaries may need to make a case that some less economically efficient
investments may be normatively preferable because they increase inclusion. Intermediaries may also want to look
at other ways of increasing the capacity of marginalized groups to benefit from intermediation. Intermediaries
could also seek to increase family support, such as including providing childcare during the acceleration program
to help entrepreneurs make the changes they are trying to undertake. Other intermediaries in Central America
have experimented with this relatively low-cost tactic.
Some limitations of the study set the stage for future research. Further testing with systematic comparison of
different samples would prove useful in improving our inference-based assumptions, especially where coefficients
were strong but were found to not be statistically significant. We lack some measures of the supported ventures
(e.g. TMT characteristics, technology use) that would be helpful in understanding entrepreneurial differences at
multiple levels of analysis. Moreover, the multi-dimensional effects of intermediation may occur at different time
scales; therefore, measurement should occur over longer time frames, perhaps requiring novel methods of
collecting data after intermediation ends.
Our data lack a true control group, in that there are no entrepreneurs who are absent of any type of
acceleration. Thus, we are not able to identify the true causal effect of acceleration, but rather the difference in the
conditional mean sales between the pre- and post-acceleration periods. Our findings only generalize to ventures
that would choose to enter intermediation. Fixed effects estimation removes an entrepreneur’s time-invariant
characteristics that would affect sales and potentially be correlated with acceleration; however, we are unable to
rule out time-varying factors that contributed to the ventures’ growth. Although difficult and costly, future
research would benefit from randomizing program participants into a true control group where no acceleration is
received (Duflo et al., 2007).
Future research could help to measure better the mechanisms for which we have argued in this paper.
Mentoring is included as part of many entrepreneurial accelerators (Dutt et al., 2016); therefore, it is crucial to
better understand, based on more fine-grained data, whether and how mentoring makes a difference to
entrepreneurs. Future work could measure the types of resources entrepreneurs acquire and how ventures are
reshaped with the help of the intermediary. Future research could help understand how to better match mentors,
who also vary widely (El Hallam and St-Jean, 2016). One alternative explanation for our venture age results is
that venture age may bring other constraints to growth, such as reduced motivation for growth. We believe that
even with the same level of motivation, change is harder for older ventures. Moreover, this program’s requirement
that all ventures submit a plan for growth attenuates an alternative explanation based on motivation. Prior research
on gender differences among entrepreneurs in Central America and interviews with participating female
entrepreneurs does not indicate that gender discrimination in the marketplace is the primary explanation for our
gender results (Bardasi et al., 2011). Yet, more precise measurement of various constraints faced by women is
merited, as is research exploring methods (e.g. transmission of industry-specific heuristics, provision of key
connections, building of networks, or lobbying for political change) that are most effective in overcoming these
hurdles (Mergemeier et al., 2018).
In conclusion, this paper studies an entrepreneurial training intermediary in Central America that sought to
foster entrepreneurial growth among local entrepreneurs by both facilitating acquisition of critical resources and
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reshaping the ventures so they could pursue new opportunities and grow. The intermediation had effect, although
greater access to intermediaries and possessing prior business knowledge mattered less than the malleability of
the venture (as proxied by venture age and founder gender). Overall, our results indicate venture characteristics,
such as age and founder gender, indeed may play an important role in influencing the effectiveness of
entrepreneurial intermediation efforts.
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